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P r e fa c e
An effort to understand the historical influence of the Great Plains 
on American civilization would be futile without a clear com-
prehension of the physical forces that have worked and continue 
to work in that region. These forces, historically speaking, are 
constant and eternal; therefore they make a permanent factor 
in the interpretation of history— one that must be understood.
Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains
For twenty- seven years I called the Great Plains home and took 
many journeys on national, state, and county roads to explore its 
many regions and cultures. I have criss- crossed from east to west 
as well as all the way up and down this grand expanse of North 
America, from Canada to the southern reaches of the Plains. David 
J. Wishart, geographer and editor of the definitive Encyclopedia of 
the Great Plains, describes the Great Plains in this way: the “dis-
tinctive southern boundary of the Great Plains . . . is pinched out 
at the Rio Grande by the convergence of the Coastal Plain and the 
Mexican Highland section of the Basin and Range province.”1 The 
eastern boundary is less clarified. For his volume, Wishart states, 
“Our boundary follows the eastern border of the states of North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas, including these 
entire units in the region.”2 The Rocky Mountains “from Alberta 
to New Mexico” mark “the least ambiguous limit of the Great 
Plains” and shape the long western reaches of the grasslands.3 
In the north, in Canada, “the Parkland Belt of mixed woodland 
and grassland and the boreal forest” demarcate the final border 
of this immense landscape.4 Within this physical geography are 
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natural and cultural dimensions unique to the Plains.5 It is a space 
I continue to love with all the ardency of topophilia.6 When I have 
reasons to return, by air or land, I feel a reconnection to horizon 
and sky that delights me to the cellular level.
One of my favorite stops over the years has been to a rest area 
just east of Grand Island, Nebraska, where artist John Raimondi’s 
sculpture Erma’s Desire grabs the attention of passers- by. I have 
written a few essays in which Erma plays a role, but I first became 
interested in Erma from reading, not traveling, after I had encoun-
tered an essay by biologist John Janovy Jr. Opening his second 
collection, Back in Keith County, the essay “Erma’s Desire” gives 
Janovy the opportunity to wax eloquently on the American West, 
American mobility, and the joys of working west of the hundredth 
meridian on the high plains of Nebraska. Erma signifies many 
things to Janovy: “the totality of freedom of uninhibited intel-
lectual exchange, no jockeying for positions of power, the flow 
of unhindered thoughts open to all interpretations.”7 In looking 
at Erma’s geography— steel points that jut in all directions, verti-
cally and horizontally— Janovy sees “assumed positions of relative 
importance that depended on their angle of view, a shifting, chang-
ing, intellectual experience.”8 The indeterminate nature of Erma 
is one of her pleasures, and Janovy knows that he is offering just 
one reading, his, for his readers’ consideration. This essay was 
published in 1981, and in three decades I would imagine Janovy 
rereading Erma, casting new light on her spires, interpreting her 
steel body in wholly different ways. The best art inspires variable 
self- reflection, and I know that my own encounters with Erma on 
the Plains have altered my readings of her over the years.
I am a map- lover and a mapmaker by nature. As a young girl, 
I was often my father’s navigator when my brother wasn’t along, 
folding and unfolding the maps of states as we traveled through 
them. Even though I now have cartographic apps on my cell phone 
to help me navigate places, I still prefer the fanning of air, crinkling 
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of paper, and scanning by finger that published maps, not Google 
maps, induce. By mapmaker, I don’t mean in any conventional 
sense. I am not a trained geographer. I have always had a good 
head for directions, creating idiosyncratic maps in my head filled 
with landmarks and road names to get around places. If dropped 
in New Providence, New Jersey, today, a town I have not lived in 
since the 1960s, I could still find my way home from the elemen-
tary school that I attended. I could find my way to Indian Lake 
in the Adirondacks, where my family summered for years, from 
many directions. Maps, movement, and itinerancy fascinate me.
Erma signifies cartography to me. She points in directions and 
forces me to consider what her gestures mean in terms of place. 
Installed at a Grand Island, Nebraska, interstate rest stop, close by 
one of the great migratory paths in North America for humans and 
nonhumans alike— most recently for sojourners on Interstate 80— 
Erma embodies movement. The Platte River valley is famous for its 
role in the early nineteenth- century fur trade and mid- nineteenth- 
century Oregon Trail migration to California that swelled after the 
discovery of gold in the Sierra Nevada. Erma stands in alliance 
with ways west. But her pointing limbs reach in other directions as 
well, making her body a complex crossroads that aligns well with 
the actual movements of people and animals over many millen-
nia. Indigenous trails move multidirectionally. Sandhill cranes fly 
through here, congregating by the tens of thousands each spring 
along the Platte, one of the great northward migrations that pre-
dates human habitation on the Plains.9 Northward movement also 
signifies modern immigration, much of it from Mexico and Central 
America, which has changed the demographics of the grasslands. 
More abstractly, Erma presents horizontal and vertical planes, the 
most basic geometry of this enveloping landscape. The dominant 
horizontal vista of the river valley makes anything vertical literally 
stand out. Erma sits resplendently on waving grasses and forbs, 
unmoved since her installation. She is rooted to this particular part 
Buy the Book
x | PREFACE
of the Nebraska Plains. Though controversial at first as a piece of 
abstract art some felt impractical and wasteful, Erma now seems 
at home among all the other human relics of this place.
Erma is suggestively poststructural in her cartography and for 
me a powerful trope of this book’s focus: deep map country. Her 
way is many ways, her meaning is many meanings, her essence is 
paradox. She refutes linearity, digs complexity, and voices many 
truths. Her spirit reflects that of the last two generations of writ-
ers of the Plains who seek a new understanding of the American 
West and the Canadian prairies, of what it means to be from this 
singular yet complicated landscape, and of the intersections of 
nature and humanity, of time and space, and of region and planet.
I have worked in studied collaboration with many other scholars 
and writers to find my way into deep map country, and I would have 
been lost without them. The deep map owes its existence to William 
Least Heat- Moon, who subtitled his masterwork PrairyErth: (a 
deep map). His concept is the starting point of my cartographical 
exploration of Great Plains spaces, but a number of related concepts 
wend their way through my chapters as well. Any cartographical 
reality is a rendering of space. Gaston Bachelard’s La poétique de 
l’espace, published in 1958 and translated into English in 1964, 
remains a classic text on spatial meaning, or, as the subtitle in the 
English translation puts it, “how we experience intimate places.” 
Bachelard’s poetics examines a spectrum of spaces, from small, 
human- made spaces like cellars, attics, wardrobes, or dresser draw-
ers, to enormous natural spaces. It isn’t the size of the space that 
matters, but how individuals remember these spaces, imagine 
them, and feel them. Humans grasp the poetic truths of spaces in 
dreams; this poetic, symbolic configuration of space is particularly 
important to the group of writers I present. The material matrix of 
the Plains is the portal into interior, lyrical musings, which drift in 
many directions, including the ineffable and spiritual. Bachelard 
intimates other dimensions of space as well that matter to deep 
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map writers: dialectics of inside and outside, movement and stasis, 
sacred and profane, imminent and transcendent.
Geographer Yi- Fu Tuan, in such groundbreaking works as Topo-
philia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values 
(1974) and Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (1977), 
also examines the experiential nature of space, how one feels about 
one’s surroundings. He writes, in Space and Place, that
human beings require both space and place. Human lives are a 
dialectical movement between shelter and venture, attachment 
and freedom. In open space one can become intensely aware 
of place; and in the solitude of a sheltered place the vastness of 
space beyond acquires a haunting presence. A healthy being 
welcomes constraint and freedom, the boundedness of place 
and the exposure of space.10
Again, this dialectical perspective on space connects to deep map 
writing, which is multivalent and complex. Tuan’s interest in the 
intersection of vertical and horizontal planes has helped me dis-
cern the axes at play in deep map narrative from the Plains, and 
his argument that “space and time coexist, intermesh, and define 
each other in personal experience” is confirmed repeatedly in the 
stories that deep map writers present.11
Topophilia has proved highly influential in environmental writ-
ing. Tuan mentions the Great Plains in this study, examining the 
experiences of farmers during times of environmental stresses. 
“Attachment to place,” he argues, “can also emerge, paradoxically, 
from the experience of nature’s intransigence.”12 Those individuals 
who chose to endure the hardships of dryland conditions on the 
Plains do so, he says, out of a love “for the soil and the challenge 
of making a go of it.”13 Increasingly, those who are making a go 
of it are learning to read the land that they love more carefully, 
revising their attitudes toward agriculture and husbandry. Deep 
map writers present the accumulated knowledge of loved places 
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to assist in the living and survival of place and people. Topophiles 
understand that forces of topocide coexist with their efforts. Deep 
map writers of the Plains see themselves in a struggle against cul-
ture’s intransigence.
Bachelard and Tuan both address the contradictory impulses 
of homing in and moving out, what Susan Stanford Friedman, in 
her impressive study Mappings: Feminism and the Cultural Geogra-
phies of Encounter (1999), calls the “symbiosis” of “roots/routes.”14 
Friedman discerns that the body is itself a place of encounter, a 
cartographical embodiment of contexts and axes. “I am struck by 
the centrality of space,” she admits, “to the locations of identity 
within the mappings and re- mappings of ever- changing cultural 
formations.”15 To understand any one individual, we must realize 
that “as a historically embedded site, a positionality, a location, a 
standpoint, a terrain, an intersection, a network, a crossroads of 
multiply situated knowledges,” identity is no simple matter.16 To 
imagine such a layered narrative of self, one must turn to meth-
odologies of hybridity, complexity, and depth.
In this “geographics,” Friedman’s term for “locational feminism,” 
a dialectic of roots and routes develops.17 These homonymic words 
exist in relationship, a creative dynamic. One longs for the knowl-
edge of both. This textual and visual mapping of self requires 
“greater fluidity” and discernment.18 It also insists that individu-
als are sites of contact and separation, borders and commons, and 
oppression and resistance. An understanding of place emerges from 
an understanding of the corporeal map. All of my deep map writers 
underscore bodily negotiation in play with cultural and natural 
forces. These bodies are gendered as well, an important facet of 
Stanford Friedman’s mappings. They are intensely aware that the 
axes of productive and oppressive power, of social construction and 
systemic nature, define them and the places that they study and love.
The importance of this bodily negotiation is underscored in the 
work of Kristie S. Fleckenstein, who first articulated her theory 
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of somatics in “Writing Bodies,” a 1999 article in College English. 
“Using the work of cultural anthropologist Gregory Bateson,” she 
writes, “I define the somatic mind as a ‘being- in- a- material- place,’ 
whose fluid and permeable boundaries are (re)constituted through 
the mutual play of discursive and corporeal coding.”19 Somatic 
experience requires “immersion and emergence, of pleasure and 
commitment.”20 To give a view from somewhere— say the Great 
Plains— a writer must be located “within concrete spatiotemporal 
contexts.”21 One must also “[recognize] the cultural, historical, and 
ecological systems that penetrate and reconstitute these material 
places.”22 Deep mappers from the Plains become adept at this sort 
of reconstitution, this negotiation of place through other ways of 
knowing. The body of the land and the body of the writer merge 
in creative textual fusion in deep map writing.
The concept of literary cartography crystallized in two important 
studies of American landscape writing, Kent C. Ryden’s Map-
ping the Invisible Landscape: Folklore, Writing, and the Sense of 
Place (1993) and Rick Van Noy’s Surveying the Interior: Literary 
Cartographers and the Sense of Place (2003). Ryden’s chapter, “Of 
Maps and Minds,” examines cartography as more than a literal, 
mimetic mapping of a landscape. Honoring the art and science 
of mapmaking, he explains that “through the precise graphic 
shorthand of modern cartography, [mapmakers] have been able 
to summarize in a very small space a wealth of topographical 
and cultural information that would otherwise have taken pages 
and pages of verbal description and mathematical figures to con-
tain.”23 What such a map cannot contain is the feel of legs on an 
incline, a memory of a fall drive, the nuances of a river. “Maps,” 
Ryden concludes, “have their limitations.”24 Writing at the time of 
Heat- Moon’s publication of PrairyErth, Ryden shares this work’s 
gestalt: “Where the map fails, however, the imagination takes 




Ryden’s interest in folklore has given him another perspective 
on maps: folk narrative is alive in any place, “dwelling in the invis-
ible landscape.”27 Deepness and depth become operative words in 
Ryden’s analysis. The surface experiences of landscape are only a 
port of entry for literary cartographers. These artists limn a matrix 
of communal and personal memory, competing histories, and 
polyvocal narrative, “a world of deep and subtle meaning.”28 With 
an explosion of deep map writing in the 1990s and beyond, Ryden’s 
study helped many scholars understand how landscapes take on 
meaning, how literary mapmaking expands over and beneath the 
surface reality.
Rick Van Noy’s work on nineteenth- and twentieth- century 
nonfiction writers of place provides a working definition of liter-
ary cartography. “A literary cartographer not only examines how 
maps function in literary texts,” he comments, “or how maps in 
themselves can tell a story, but also how literature can be used 
for cartographic means: to control, order, or limn a place.”29 Van 
Noy, writing after Heat- Moon and Ryden, discusses both writers 
and extends their metaphors of deepness and invisibility in new 
directions. The interior that he reads is not only the American 
landscape; it is the idiosyncratic method of distinctive authors, 
the idiolect of personal literary mapmaking that absorbs his atten-
tion. Looking at such diverse texts as Thoreau’s Walden (1854) and 
The Maine Woods (1864), Clarence King’s Mountaineering in the 
Sierra Nevada (1872), John Wesley Powell’s The Explorations of the 
Colorado River of the West and Its Tributaries (1875), and Wallace 
Stegner’s Wolf Willow (1962), Van Noy provides a comprehensive 
examination of important American literary mapmakers. His read-
ings of a number of texts in my own study have been formative 
for me. While Van Noy does not focus on the deep map per se, his 
insights into the literary mapping of America are indispensable. 
His conclusion— “what maps may tell us about places, if we pause 
long enough to look at them, is how much we don’t know”— is 
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crucial to the deep map.30 Literary cartographers enter complex 
space that often leaves them in inconclusive, illegible territory.
In the first decade of the twenty- first century, a number of schol-
ars, including myself, began to discuss the emergence of the deep 
map as a significant environmental genre.31 Most significant was 
Randall Roorda’s proclamation, in a 2001 special issue of Michi-
gan Quarterly Review, entitled “Reimagining Place,” that the deep 
map is “an incipient genre of environmental writing.”32 Roorda 
notes that “[w]here maps and ordinary experience of place were 
once equally personalized and scarcely separable, a rift between 
subjective familiarity and objectified cartography has widened in 
modern times, and nonfiction writers on nature have sought to 
dramatize this antinomy.”33 Citing Kent Ryden’s memorable 1993 
study as a powerful influence, Roorda continues, “This ‘depth,’ this 
sedimentation of impressions and, especially, texts (since history 
is textual) underlying a sense of place, is what Heat- Moon sets 
out to ‘map’ in PrairyErth, in the process exhausting nearly every 
resource of observation, record, reminiscence, myth, and impres-
sion Chase County can afford him.”34 In the same year, I published 
“Deep Mapping the Great Plains” in Western American Literature, 
declaring that deep mapping is a signature intergenerational effort 
of Plains writers. My original argument is embedded into chapter 1. 
More recently, in 2011, the remix ejournal Journal of the Imaginary 
and Fantastic brought together a number of previously published 
essays on the deep map. The issue, entitled “Deep Maps: Liminal 
Histories and the Located Imagination,” marks a crystallization 
of scholarship on the deep map.35
Neil Campbell, who studies the American West from his aca-
demic post in Derby in the United Kingdom, has written two studies 
that have guided some of my thinking on the deep map genre: The 
Cultures of the American New West (2000) and The Rhizomatic 
West: Representing the American West in a Transnational, Global, 
Media Age (2008). In his first book, Campbell examines a plethora 
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of “New West” writers and notes “its heterogeneity and its hybrid, 
relational texture.”36 Moreover, “to achieve this requires a new 
mapping: simultaneous, dialogical, sensitive to diverse histories 
and voices, and to the relations that exist between them.”37 Not-
ing such theorists of space as M. M. Bakhtin, Edward Soja, Henri 
Lefebvre, Michel Foucault, among others, as well as New Western 
historians like Patricia Nelson Limerick, Donald Worster, William 
Cronin, and Richard White, Campbell argues for the necessity of 
a “new spatial, cultural geohistory of the American West” that 
gives way to “Wests— plural, multidimensional, imbricated, and 
contradictory.”38 He could be describing the textual domain of 
the deep map.
In his examination of the “rhizomatic” West, Campbell furthers 
his adaptation of geospatial theory, focusing on Gilles Deleuze’s 
and Félix Guattari’s metaphor of the rhizome.39 Again, exam-
ining contemporary writers who “deframe” the West, Campbell 
articulates a poststructural cartography of folded, relational, “trans-
motional” space where an “interplay of roots and routes” disrupts 
any monological representation of this region.40 Campbell speaks 
directly to the grid of cartography, what Heat- Moon connects to 
Thomas Jefferson and the great surveys of western American ter-
ritories, noting that “the gridlike literal and metaphoric patterns 
of mapping, perceiving, and representing are in need of constant 
rearrangement and dismantling” if a complex, rhizomatic, deep 
version of Western stories is to supplant a powerful, static, and 
mythic view of a won West.41 Citing Arjun Appadurai, Campbell 
argues for a new architecture of American regional studies that 
dismantles “seeing the West as a fixed, permanent geographical 
and ideological fact.”42 Again, deep map writing seeks just such a 
new reading of the West, on both sides of the forty- ninth parallel.
While the sources and influences of much of my conceptual-
izing go beyond the distillation of scholars that I present in this 
preface, I want to highlight three other significant scholars of the 
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Great Plains: Robert Thacker, Diana Dufva Quantic, and John T. 
Price. Thacker’s The Great Prairie Fact and Literary Imagination 
(1989) sets the coordinates of all future studies of the Plains with 
his focus on the land itself, his considerable literary history of the 
Plains going back to the first days of contact, his cross- border, 
biome- centric view of Plains literary production, and his careful, 
persuasive readings of nonfiction and fiction writers as diverse as 
Pedro de Castañeda, John Palliser, Washington Irving, Hamlin 
Garland, Willa Cather, and Robert Kroetsch. In Thacker’s assess-
ment, “prairie writing reveals that whether a person is traveling 
through, settling on, or living on the prairie, ‘the great fact’ has 
always been and is still ‘the land itself.’”43 Thacker studies many 
more writers than this list, providing a comprehensive view of 
Plains literary imaginers over many centuries and an elegant model 
of border- crossing analysis. His comments on Wallace Stegner, 
Canadian history, and literary geographers, travelers, surveyors, 
and adventurers have been invaluable for me.
Following Thacker’s study, Quantic’s The Nature of the Place: A 
Study of Great Plains Fiction (1995) examines the history, myths, 
and biological realities of Plains life as depicted in fiction. Like 
Thacker, she declares the primacy of the land itself over this lit-
erary history. She also discerns the cultural difference between 
American and Canadian Plains fiction, based more in myth than 
lived reality. Quantic’s study is built upon themes; rather than 
give extended close readings of selected texts, she surveys writers 
through the many layers of myth that attempt to define this vast 
and varied space. Nonfiction writers do not claim her particular 
interest, though she does, like Thacker, discuss formative nonfic-
tion works of travel, geography, and history. Her comprehensive, 
macrostudy of the Plains has deeply impressed me and convinced 
me that it needed a counterpart that examined nonfiction writing.
Thacker and Quantic write from the Plains because each is 
committed to this landscape through experience and scholarship. 
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Equally attuned to this region is John T. Price’s Not Just Any Land: A 
Personal and Literary Journey into the American Grassland (2004), 
which begins with a personal quest to write from the landscape that 
he loves, the Trans- Mississippi West of Iowa, Missouri, and Kansas 
where much of his family history has played out. Price sees his 
work as memoir because much of his personal story is interwoven 
among the contexts of literary readings, interviews, and history. 
In turning to writers Linda Hasselstrom, Dan O’Brien, William 
Least Heat- Moon, and Mary Swander, he is attempting to discover 
why each has stayed close to the landscape that he or she writes 
about. Two of these writers, Hasselstrom and Heat- Moon, figure 
largely in my study of deep maps. Price’s interviews with them 
and his careful reading of their works have provided me with a 
significant understanding of place- based writing. Price is adamant 
about the value and beauty of the North American grasslands, a 
passion that he shares with me. As such, his memoir is charged 
with environmental advocacy. He and the writers he studies believe 
that the Great Plains are threatened by misuse of its resources, by 
disregard for its subtleties, and by cultural neglect of its peoples.
I could not have furthered my own study of nonfiction writers 
of the Great Plains without the models embodied by these three 
scholars. Scholarship from New West historians, cultural geogra-
phers, ecocritics, and a new generation of literary readings on both 
sides of the border also persuaded me that a focus on the literary 
deep map was timely and a corresponding part of the ongoing 
conversation on western spaces.
Which brings me back to Erma and her desire. When she was 
brought from Raimondi’s studio to the rest area near Grand Island, 
Erma was part of a bicentennial celebration, one of a number of art 
works placed along Interstate 80 across Nebraska. Perhaps part of 
her controversy, apart from Erma’s abstract construction, which will 
always garner its share of critics, was the nature of the bicentennial 
itself. Following the unsettling, divisive years of the Vietnam War, 
Buy the Book
PREFACE | xix
the bicentennial released considerable cultural bombast, the kind 
of flag- waving and myth- pronouncing theater that inspires political 
factions to this day. Over several centuries, the Great Plains has 
witnessed the efforts to win and settle the West in the nineteenth 
century and loomed large in ideas of a receding frontier, Manifest 
Destiny, American exceptionalism, and pioneer heroics. Interstate 
80 itself follows one of the primary trails across this frontier, this 
space of westering movement and national destiny.
But Erma is a muse to ambiguity, contradiction, and contrari-
ness. In my view, she stands in resistance to any one way to read 
the West. Her desire is for many stories, not a master story, many 
viewpoints and dimensions. Reclining in grasslands, she appar-
ently looks up to the sky and opens her limbs to the landscape. Her 
figure desires the landscape, what looks to be “original” landscape 
of grasses and forbs (despite the nearby rest area and farms). So 
little remains of this ancient biome that Erma could be the muse of 
restitution as well. When I encounter Erma, I have the impulse to 
walk around her, lie down next to her, lean against her, point with 
her. An object that suggests both routes and roots, she projects 
restlessness and placed- ness. One must negotiate Erma, just as 
one must negotiate the landscape surrounding her. An emblem 
of the deep map, Erma expounds navigation, engagement, and 
complexity. Her desire leads to openness and exploration, not to 
closure. Erma inspirits beginnings. What follows is an exploration 
of the deep map, and my hope is that many others will investigate 
this form of writing and discern even more than I have been able 
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DEEP MAPPING THE GREAT PLAINS
Surveying the Literary Cartography of Place
Since the first settlers arrived on the Great Plains, we have been 
trying to come to terms with the physical reality and the psycho-
logical significance of open space. Our concept of the region is 
encapsulated in a tangle of phrases and images— the Garden of 
the World, the Great American Desert, the closed frontier, Mani-
fest Destiny, the safety valve, democratic utopia. . . . Continuing 
efforts to define the region— the prairies as the ultimate ecological 
system, the romance or the reality of the plains frontier, the Great 
Plains wheat acreage as the ideal family farm— provide a kind of 
litmus test for the nation’s state of mind.
Diane Dufva Quantic, The Nature of the Place
In The Way to Rainy Mountain, N. Scott Momaday proclaims, 
“[o]nce in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the 
remembered earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a 
particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from as many 
angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it.”1 Momaday’s 
incantational passage speaks to memory that is tangible, that is 
tied to a landscape that one can touch and hear, a landscape that 
is shared through generations with other species and that imprints 
its elemental forces upon the minds of dwellers. Like a painter, 
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each individual must also “recollect the glare of noon and all the 
colors of the dawn and the dusk.”2 Momaday’s extended poetic 
essay presents a journey, what the author calls “a whole journey, 
intricate with motion and meaning.”3 What gives this journey 
urgency is aftermath: Momaday’s grandmother came of age dur-
ing the Indian Wars; she witnessed “the last Kiowa Sun Dance . . . 
held in 1887 on the Washita River above Rainy Mountain Creek.”4 
Under orders from the United States government, U.S. Army sol-
diers in July 1890 forbad future ceremonies at the medicine tree, 
on which the Kiowas had “impale[d] the head of a buffalo bull” 
when bison were plentiful.5 After the decimation of the bison herds, 
the Kiowas “had to hang an old hide from the sacred tree.”6 Then 
ceremonies stopped. Momaday soberly writes, “My grandmother 
was there. Without bitterness, and for as long as she lived, she 
bore a vision of deicide.”7 For a woman in whom “the immense 
landscape of the continental interior lay like memory in her blood,” 
prayer gives expression for “suffering and hope.”8 “She began in a 
high and descending pitch,” Momaday explains, “exhausting her 
breath to silence; then again and again— and always with the same 
intensity of effort, of something that is, and is not, like urgency in 
the human voice.”9 A lifetime of prayerful mourning defines her 
response to this history.
Momaday’s task as writer is to counter that deicide, to re- present 
the landscape of the central Great Plains and to re- vision its role 
in sheltering the Kiowa people, providing for their subsistence, 
and embodying the narrative and sacred ceremonies of the ances-
tors.10 In the trajectory of his journey, Momaday recovers history, 
particularly that of the nineteenth century, retells Kiowa stories, 
and bears witness to the changes that U.S. policies forced upon 
the Plains landscape and its Native peoples. The vanguard of white 
adventurers and military men prepared for the huge numbers of 
homesteaders, who aimed to settle on the Plains, vastly outnum-
bering the Kiowa and other tribes. The span of one woman’s life 
Buy the Book
